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Porphyry argues that they are reasonable creatures and speak
a language which differs from that of man only in this, that
whereas human language is regulated by human laws, the
language of the beasts is bound by no rules save those imposed
by Nature and the gods. " What though we do not under-
stand the beast language?" he asks; "a Greek does not
understand a Hindoo ; and to a man bred in Attica, the
Syriac, Thracian, or Scythian tongue is unintelligible, and
sounds like the croaking and creaking of cranes l>.1 A belief
like Porphyry's is still held, on grounds not unlike his, by the
Indians of Guiana. " In Guiana countless Indian stories,
fully believed, introduce the sayings of animals ; and though
the individual Indian knows that he no longer understands
the language of the beasts and birds around him, yet he
attaches but little weight to this, in that he is constantly
meeting with other Indians of one or other of the many alien
tribes which surround him, who speak languages at least as
unintelligible to him as are those of birds or beasts ; and in
that, as he is fully persuaded, he constantly hears the peaiman
[medicine-man] still converse with birds and beasts."2
When the language of the beasts is thus a foreign tongue
to man, the ideas he has of it are naturally vague. Sometimes
he seems to think that all animals speak the same speech,
sometimes that the speech of birds differs from that of beasts,
sometimes that each species of animal has its own distinct
language. The last was perhaps Porphyry's notion, for accord-
ing to him some races of men have a natural aptitude for the
language of certain animals ; the Arabs, he said, understand
crows, the Etruscans eagles.3 A Syrian story4 specially men-
tions the bear language and the lion language ; a young man
understands and converses in both, and acts as interpreter
between the lions and the daughter of the elfin-king, who,
brought to be the bride of the lion-prince, does not under-
stand the lion language. When a bear asks the youth how
he learned the bear language, he answers " By the grace of
God ". In another Syrian tale5 a chiefs daughter has been
swallowed by a shark; and a fish, who had been swallowed
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